' It is a great honour to be asked to propose the toast o f the Royal Society although I must confess that the prospect of doing so has filled me with apprehension. Your Secretary, however, very kindly sent me a certain amount of literature to assist me, from which I find that not only have those who have undertaken this task in recent years been far more eminent than I, but they have also almost created a precedent of declaring their unworthiness to undertake the task. I do not propose to follow that precedent because I think it goes with saying ! ' My first real contact with your Society was in 1945 when I was able to join with that very eminent party of scientists who went to Russia. I took that chance not from any idea that I should be of any assistance to the party, or that what I might learn would be of any assistance when I got home. I did, however, feel that here was an opportunity to go to that country that might never occur again. The story has already been told and all I would like to say is that I found the greatest generosity and kindness amongst my colleagues, all of whom, in their respective spheres, were very eminent ; led, as I think you know, by your then President-elect, Sir Robert Robinson. It was a very interesting trip and I could only wish that even the measure of cordiality displayed at that time by our hosts were continued to-day.
A pril 1953 k jn quite another direction I have touched on the affairs of the Society, because as Lord Warden in the Duchy of Cornwall I have had to keep in close touch with the negotiations for the purchase from the Duchy of an area on the South Bank, on part of which, I believe, it is planned that the new Science Centre should be built.
' Among the literature sent to me was your Year , and a study of that reveals the extraordinary range of the Society. There are not only your own committees, but there are no less than six pages of public and other responsibilities, covering not only your various and great responsi bilities undertaken on behalf of the Government, but also representation on a very large number of different scientific organizations. I also find that you do not receive any Government grant. It is most comforting to find that an organization such as yours, and so important to this country, is entirely independent.
' My personal connexion with science is entirely in those directions which affect the land, that is to say agriculture and forestry. I am privileged to be the Chairman of The Lawes Agricultural Trust Committee which is the Governing Body of Rothamsted Experimental Station and on which, as a matter of fact, the Royal Society appoints four members. There is one vacancy at the present time caused by the death of Professor Brooks, whose loss was severely felt in so many directions. I am also concerned closely with the development of agricultural machinery ; and, as no doubt you know, I am also Chairman of the Forestry Commission.
* Progress in agricultural research has not perhaps been so spectacular as in some other directions, but it has been and continues to be of the utmost importance. The really interesting thing to me is the way in which the agriculturist has been increasingly making use of the results of research, and this is in spite of the fact that the bridge between the Research Institute and the farm is rather rickety. The more progressive farmers are making very full use of the knowledge available to the very great assistance of production and therefore of the country. I am inclined to think that the same applies to almost every branch of industry to a much greater degree to-day than only a few years ago. When I, as a layman, look at what I know to be scientific progress in whatever branch one likes to touchwhether it be physics ; medical science ; chemistry ; or any other aspectit does seem as though a very full use is being made of the scientific endeavours that are in progress.
I have one fear, though. It used to be a healthy sign in this country that there should be a distrust of those with great brains and I am not certain that that is not quite a good thing. It isn't a bad characteristic to rely on one's own efforts. The tendency now rather seems to be the other way and to endow the scientist with virtues which he would be the last to claim, and to look upon him almost as one who can solve all our problems. At the same time more and more money is being spent on, or asked for, scientific enterprises. I cannot expect any o f you to agree with me when I say that too much money may not be a good thing. Fortunately though, in the straitened circumstances o f the country, you are not likely to get too much money for your scientific work ; but it is in my experience that the scientist seems to thrive on frustration, especially any frustration that is contrived by the Treasury. The past achievements of British Science and the national parsimony seem to bear out this experience.
' I have to couple with this toast the name of your President. This is a source o f grave embarrassment to me. He, not so long ago, was appointed Master of Trinity. A good many years ago I was a very undistinguished member of that great College and my lack of scholastic attainment was only comforted the other day by a biographical note, in the History of the Times, of Mowbray Morris who was manager of The Times about one hundred years ago. It said that " he was educated at Trinity College, Cambridge, coming down, as the gentlemanly way often was at that time, without a degree " . I am comforted to feel that l have in some measure perpetuated a gentlemanly habit, but I think this excuses me from saying anything further about your President ! '
The President made the following reply : ' The Earl of Radnor has told you that his first contact with the Royal Society was when he joined the party which went to the Academy of Sciences in Moscow in 1945. W e went to Moscow in a mood of rather roseate optimism and I expect we still think of the festivities there as rather larger than life size. No doubt that accounts for Lord Radnor's feeling that science is looked after pretty well on the whole and that a little frustration and distrust might be a good tonic. But I can assure him that it is a tonic we are used to taking in liberal doses. Like other people in these days, we could do with more public as well as private encouragement and we could think of a good many ways in which it would pay in the end to spend more money on science.
' After all we have a long tradition to guide us, in looking after research ourselves and in advising the Government about its grants for Science. It began with the grants made to the Royal Observatory at Greenwich and for Captain Cook's voyages of discovery and it went on all through the nineteenth century, and I do not think there has ever been a time when greater grants would not have led to greater discoveries.
' It is generally believed that the Royal Society is the oldest society in the world for the pursuit of natural knowledge. Our title is sometimes disputed ; recently, for instance, we have had a communication claiming that Stonehenge was set up by Pythagoras and his disciples on a visit to Britain and that the stones are arranged to convey a message to posterity establishing the date of their visit and their foundation of a scientific society on the premises. The evidence is indirect, but we should not be greatly concerned if we had to concede priority to such eminent and ingenious forerunners.
' At all events the Society was founded nearly 300 years ago, when natural science was still in its cradle and since then its reponsibilities have grown at a prodigious rate. In the last hundred years they have kept us so busy that we seem to have far less time than our great grandfathers, although we live nearly twice as long as they did and can travel nearly fifty times as fast. Some people regard this progress of science as positively alarming, but you can hardly expect us to question its benefits. Whatever else it has done, it has certainly brought the scientist into the category of very important persons. In fact, science has become so important in international affairs that every summer you will find many of us rushing about the world to meetings in far-off countries with the chief object of securing the peace of the world in one or other of its various guises.
' We do not all expect to get it by the same methods. It may be tactless to mention such divisions on a festive occasion, but I do so because it gives me an opportunity of referring to a much more pleasant subject, the award of the Nobel Prize for Chemistry this year to two Fellows of the Society, Dr Martin and Dr Synge. Their beautiful development and simplification of the method of chromatography has made it possible to separate the complex organic compounds which occur in the body by slight differences in their physical properties. Every biochemical laboratory is now engaged in separating amino-acids and steroids by paper chromatography and the invention of the appropriate names for them has become quite a minor industry. The separation is based on the different places at which the substances are deposited when a mixture travels along a strip of filter paper. Different organic molecules can be classified very easily in this way, but it is interesting to observe that the same principles can be used for classifying scientists.
' When we go on our travels nowadays, the places we can reach depend in the same way on the subtle differences in brain chemistry which colour our opinions. The partition factor is a matter o f the precise shade : those with the clearest colours go furthest and usually they can only go in one direction, left or right. Fortunately the separating process is still reversible. W e are only strung out like the steroids in the summer months and as soon as the international season is over, we all come back to our laboratories and you must take the mixture as before. ' We, or rather our fellow travellers, bring back some remarkable tales, of flying saucers or hydrogen bombs or of the American Air Force dropping bad fish into North Korean water supplies. The long report which tells this sorry tale would be a ray of hope if we could believe it, for the only possible conclusion is that all the fiendish ingenuity of our friends has completely failed to make biological warfare an effective weapon. But we ought not to think too hardly of simple people for believing that a plague of blue-bottles in the city of Shanyang must be the work of President Truman. They might retort that the same sort o f charge was once made about similar visitations in the City of London. It was at the height of the Napoleonic Wars. You may remember it in the poem in Rejected Addresses, where the patriotic bard asks the question " W ho makes the quartern loaf and Luddites rise ? W ho fills the butchers' shops with Large Blue Flies ? "
The answer, of course, was the Imperialist Aggressor of those days, the Emperor Bonaparte ; but the evidence for his guilt was equally indirect and scarcely more convincing.
' I do not know whether the Royal Society of those days was urged to make an official pronouncement on the subject. Its answer then, as now, would have been that scientific questions are not answered that way and that scientists in conclave are no better fitted to pronounce judgment on hearsay evidence than anyone else. Individually we may not think it likely that our American cousins are quite as silly as we are asked to believe and some of us may remember a lesson about this sort of evidence at the beginning of the first war, when persons of the utmost veracity gave such convincing reports of the long trains steaming south filled with Russian soldiers with the snows of Siberia dripping from their boots.
' I am sorry to have dragged in all this talk of rumour and dissension. Fortunately the pursuit of natural knowledge goes on uninterruptedly and whatever scientists may believe or refuse to believe about their colleagues, there are enough solid facts on which we do agree and enough problems which wc can all enjoy trying to solve. W e may hope that their solution will make the world a more comfortable place to live in, but a more com pelling reason for most of us is that we want to find out more about it and that we believe that on the whole more knowledge will be good for all of us.
' There is a famous passage in Bishop Sprat's History of the Royal Society which describes how the idea of founding it was conceived in the lodgings of Dr Williams at Wadham College by the virtuous and learned men who used to meet there in the time of the Commonwealth. He says :
" Their first purpose was no more than only the satisfaction of breathing a freer air and of conversing in quiet with one another without being engaged in the passions and madness of that dismal age. And from the institution of that Assembly it had been enough if no other advantage had come but this : that by this means there was a race of young men provided against the next Age, whose minds receiving from them their first impressions of sober and generous knowledge were invincibly armed against all enchantment of enthusiasm."
The enchantment of enthusiasm will always be strong, and sober and generous knowledge is a good antidote, but the Royal Society soon showed that knowledge of the natural world brought more positive benefits as well.
' We thank you, Lord Radnor, for the kind things you have said about the Society and about all the things it has to do. The Royal Society may have started at Oxford but you are from the College which gave it Sir Isaac Newton. You have encouraged us to believe that our health is well maintained, but we are none the less grateful to all the company for drinking the toast of the Royal Society.'
